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Abstract 
Empowering women to participate in economic life is one way to improve the quality of life for women, families and 
participation stagnating at around 40 percent since the 1990s. Using a mixed method approach, this study examines 
whether workplace flexibility 
employees from the services sector answered a self-administered questionnaire complemented with 30 interviews. 
Multivariate analysis and structured interviews showed that workplace designed with flexibility has a positive impact 
.  
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1. Introduction 
Empowering women to participate in economic life is one way to improve the quality of life for 
women, men, families and communities. However, unable to juggle work and home, many women exit 
from the formal labour market in Malaysia in spite of the human capital investment they acquire in terms 
of education and training. One of the objectives in The Tenth Malaysian Plan is to increase the female 
labour force participation from the current 47.6 percent to 55 percent by 2015. While the United Nations 
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Report (2011) identified workplace rigidity and child care responsibilities as major issues of concern in 
around 40 percent in the last three decades.  
Empowerment means women are at an advantage by the way power relations presently shape their 
decisions, opportunities and well-being. Women who choose to work and therefore become income 
earners in their household put themselves in a better economic position and also yield the power to have a 
say in how the money they bring home is spent and not to mention, negotiating a better degree of respect. 
Working women therefore would be more empowered to make decisions pertaining to their lives and the 
is the essence of greater freedom and control over important decisions that affect their lives. 
Empowerment outcomes for women in this study were defined in terms of their role in economic 
empowerment, household empowerment and social empowerment. The concept of quality of life is a 
broad notion and is difficult to have a single definition. Even though it is subjective, the concept is 
important for working women who strive to achieve a certain level of quality of life.  
On the other hand, workplace flexibility is measured by flexible working arrangements (FWAs) at the 
workplace. Examples of quality FWAs include: varying starting and finishing time; annualised hours or 
term time working; part-time working; working from home or teleworking; job sharing; selecting or 
influencing own rosters or shifts; flexible break provisions and flexible leave/time off provisions, both 
paid and unpaid.  
This paper attempts to understand the low participation of women in the labour force in Malaysia by 
examining the possibility of 
life. This is investigated in the context of empowerment and quality of life of working women. This is 
choice to participate 
in the labour force. This paper finally concludes with discussions on how workplaces designed with 
family friendly policies and other long-
participation in the labour market.  
2. Literature review  
2.1.  Workplace flexibility and female labour market  
trough of lower rates in the central age groups, this varies between nations, and is closely related to 
marriage and the family. Kottis and Dimelis (1992) adopted the model of Mincer and Becker that 
involves the choice between work, domestic activities and leisure.  
While the neo-classical theory of household choice and resource allocation are highly useful in 
explaining female labour force participation of women, it is obvious that some factors will have a greater 
articipate in paid work outside the home (Borjas, 2009). According to 
incompatibilities between employers and family interests. Conflict between paid work and family 
responsibilities have been linked to a decrease in productivity and an adverse impact on family 
functioning. Besides, consequences of work stress range from absenteeism, poor job performance, job 
dissatisfaction to high accident and high turnover rate (Ahmad et al., 2012).  
As McDowell (2013), in his study of Skills and Labour Market Change aptly observes, 
raising labour market participation rates of both young and older women is key to growth but 
at the same time, policies are necessary to encourage women to have careers and families. However, the 
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fact remains that inflexibility at the workplace and inability to juggle work and career are critical factors 
why married women leave the labour force (Kaur, 2004).  Chow and Cheung (2013), in a study in Hong 
Kong, explain the effectiveness of three measures  namely flexible work time, a five-day work week and 
career breaks  in reducing both work life conflicts and their negative consequences. 
2.2. Workplace flexibility  
Workplace flexibility is about how flexible work is managed in the workplace so that both the 
employees and businesses benefit. FWAs 
pol  ideal means to achieve a more balanced work and home life. It is also 
regarded powerful and has a positive effect on the employee's attitude and job satisfaction (Lietchy & 
Anderson, 2007). According to Borjalilou et.al. (2013), women face many constraints as they choose how 
they will balance work and family and what priority they will give to one over the other at particular 
times (Kumra, 2010). Wattis and James (2013), in their study, state that women attempt to contain the 
domestic sphere so as not to disrupt paid work, and are subject to emotional conflicts inherent to 
combining dual roles. 
FWAs help women to juggle work and home by allowing more time, however, it tends to perpetuate 
social constructs. Women are sometimes expected to do more since they have more time due to their 
flexibility, and this in turn, increases their double burden. Zimmerman (2003), on the other hand, says that 
in order to be successful in balancing work and family life, working mothers have been found to be 
making several marital partnerships with their spouses inclusive of sharing house work, mutual 
involvement in child care, joint decision making, equal financial influence and sharing emotional stress. 
Furthermore, according to Galea et. al. (2013), the more family responsibilities women have, the more 
they tend to perceive flexible working hours as a necessity rather than an extra benefit.  
2.3. Empowerment  
All over the world, women employees struggle in the workplace trying to thrive in their careers and in 
their family lives. Anthias and Mehta (2003), in their study, found it was certain that economic 
independence gave women a sense of empowerment. While women bring money back home as an 
income earner, they  who has caring responsibilities as 
well. Asian women who are working, generally feel guilty about devoting less time with family and 
maternal responsibilities. However, as FWAs allow her to work and perform other household 
responsibilities, the balance of power shifts a little to her advantage empowering her with greater decision 
making influence and having a considerable say in how the household money is spent. In a recent study of 
working women in Asian countries by Zhu et. al. (2012), it was found that women's employment 
concerns and working conditions still remain as issues of concern.  
An I
 (Golla et al., 2011 
Leveraging the idea of workplace flexibility as a strategic approach empowers women and is a win-
win situation for employers and women employees. The Trade Union Congress, UK, based on its results 
on a study in 2012, found that despite recession, working from home was taken up especially among 
women employees (TUC, 2013). 
by their workplace environment which has a bearing on their empowerment status and quality of life. 
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flexibility which is the main focus of this study.  
3. Methodology  
This study was conducted in the Klang Valley, the central business hub of Malaysia, using a sequential 
mixed method strategy. Firstly, a quantitative method adapted from Almer, Cohen & Single (2003) was 
conducted followed by a qualitative method involving detailed interviews with 30 identified participants 
from the same sample. Based on the statistics from the Labour Force Survey Report Malaysia (2011) six 
sub-groups in the services sector which had a substantial number of working women were identified. This 
was further narrowed down by using the Malaysian Employers Federation list, where organisations in the 
services sector which had FWAs and non-FWAs were identified. The purposing sampling technique was 
used, and a total of fourteen organisations which have FWAs were identified, and these organisations 
were sub-grouped further into Finance, Logistics, Petroleum Shared Services, Telecommunication, 
Educational Institutions and Small and Medium Professional companies. To reduce selection bias, 
random sampling was done within each organisation, and respondents were selected at random by the 
Human Resource Manager. A total of 500 questionnaires were distributed, 250 to FWA organisations and 
250 to non-FWA organisations. The response rate was slightly lower from the non-FWA organisations 
compared to the response rate from FWA organisations. The total sample size was 396, which consisted 
of 57 percent from FWA organisations and 43 percent from non-FWA organisations.  
The questionnaire consisted of 4 parts: Part A consisted of 5 items on the demographic profile of the 
respondents; Part B consisted of 2 items on the income level; Part C consisted of 3 items on family 
responsibilities and Part D consisted of questions on empowerment and quality of life. Using the Delphi 
technique and focus group s groups and women employees, items which measure 
indicators of quality of life, namely empowerment and lifestyles, were identified. There were seven items 
for empowerment and three items for lifestyles. Respondents indicated on a scale of 1 (Strongly Disagree) 
to 5 (Strongly Agree) on their perception on statements with regard to the two selected indicators. Data 
was analysed using the SPSS 20 software. Descriptive statistics and cross tabulations were used to 
support the findings.  
The quantitative analysis was further reinforced by doing a qualitative interview using structured 
interviews. From the thirty respondents, 50 percent of them were volunteers while the balance 50 percent 
was identified by the human resource personnel of the organisations. Each interview lasted for an hour 
and respondents were asked to narrate how they carry out their dual roles of paid labour and unpaid 
their daily activities. In this paper, we highlight how the respondents relate workplace flexibility to their 
quality of life, specifically in terms of empowerment and lifestyles. Using thematic analysis, interviews 
were transcribed.  
4. Findings and discussion  
4.1. Respondents profile  
Of the 396 respondents who participated in the survey, the majority of the women were in the youngest 
age group (20-29 years), with nearly 40 percent in the 30-39 years age group. The age group portrayed in 
this sample size conforms to the trend of the female labour force participation in Malaysia. The 
educational level shows that all of them had a minimum of eleven years of schooling and the majority of 
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per month. However, it is encouraging to note that about 26 percent of them earn more than RM4000 
(1USD is equivalent to RM3.1). A very large proportion of the respondents (50%) were at the executive 
or officer level with an encouraging 18 percent at the management/professional level. This speaks well 
for Malaysian women and shows that women are interested in work in paid labour.  
In the case of the quantitative survey, the demographics of the respondents are essential determinants 
which influence the type of working arrangements employees would prefer. In terms of marital status, 60 
percent of the respondents were married women and out of this sample, 83 percent of them had children, 
whereby 50 percent of them had at least two children. The majority of the respondents (86 percent) were 
interested in FWAs at their workplace. The hypothesis tested was to see whether FWAs will have any 
 
As for the qualitative research, interviews were conducted with 30 women, which constituted of 15 
women from FWA organisations and 15 women from non-FWA organisations. These women were from 
the same 14 organisations in the services sector and their ages ranged from 26 to 52 years with a mean 
age of 35 years. A total of 23 respondents (77%) were married, and the balance was single. Of the 23 
married respondents, only 20 had children while two were newly married couples and one was a widow. 
Among the respondents who had children, eleven (55%) had at least one child six years old or below, and 
ten (50%) had at least one school-going child. There were six respondents with college-going children or 
working adults. 
with thirteen Malays, seven Chinese and ten Indians.  
4.2. Quantitative research findings  
dependent variables: empowerment and lifestyles, to determine whether FWAs have an effect on the two 
variance was carried out.  
For each of the indicators, an exploratory factor analysis, a dimension reduction technique, was 
performed using a varimax rotation (Hair, et al., 2010). Based on the eigenvalues, only one factor with 
value more than 1 was retained in each of the two constructs, namely, Empowerment and Lifestyles. In 
this analysis, the KMO value for empowerment was 0.8 which is considered to be acceptable. A single 
factor was extracted that explained more than 78 percent of the variability in the data. The norm is that at 
least 50% of the total variance must be explained by the factor (Hair, et al., 2006.) The factor loading, 
KMO values and explained variation for the two constructs are as shown in Table 1.  






The same procedure was done for lifestyles, and the KMO value was 0.7, which shows that the items 
which were expected to measure lifestyles explains the factors well and gave a factor which explains 
more than 82 percent of the variability in the data.  
Using the MANOVA test, it was found that the mean for empowerment was p = 0.035, which shows a 
significant difference between women in the FWA organisations and non-FWA organisations. However, 
the mean for lifestyles was 0.34, which means that there was no significant difference in the lifestyles of 
women working in FWA organisations or non-FWA organisations. The MANOVA test showed that 
   Construct No of Items KMO Explained variation 
   Empowerment 7 0.8 78% 
   Lifestyles 3 0.7 82% 
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lifestyles as shown in Table 2.  
Table 2. Manova table showing significant values for working arrangements and the effect on w quality of life 
Source Dependent Variable 
Type III Sum 
of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 
Work type Empowerment 4.401 1 4.401 4.501 .035 
Lifestyles 0.913 1 .913 0.917 .339 
 
The analysis shows that women working in FWA organisations experience more empowerment 
compared to the women in the non-FWA organisations. They are able to manage work, household chores 
and family responsibilities better. Besides, these women are also able to juggle work and home more 
efficiently and spend more time for family.  
However, FWAs did not have any significant effect on lifestyles of the working women. Upon a 
further analysis of cross tabulation, it was interestingly found that marital status had an impact on 
time for themselves in terms of recreation and socialising. To reconfirm the analysis and get a more vivid 
explanation of the findings, a qualitative interview was conducted and the findings are as explained in the 
next section.  
4.3. Qualitative research findings  
The key concept in this section was to capture how FWAs are linked 
burden of managing work and home. The study focuses on two main themes which encapsulate 
empowerment and lifestyles of these women who were working in organisations with two different 
working arrangements.  
The thematic analysis from the interviews revealed that women working in organisations which have 
FWAs have more flexibility to manage children, work and home. Household empowerment was noted 
with a more encouraging tone among respondents who worked in organisations which practice FWAs 
compared to the respondents who worked in non-FWA organisations. Decision making within the 
household for household matters and personal matters were revealed by some respondents while others 
had to be asked specifically about their autonomy on this issue. As for economic empowerment, the 




Respondents in FWA organisations were able to organise themselves better in terms of managing work 
and home. They had more control over domestic matters and also their personal lives. Some of them 
showed how independently they made choices with regards to managing the school-going children and 
work. The open-ended questions were able to bring out value because they illuminated the issues of 
quality of life of the working women.  
5. Conclusion  
Broadly speaking, the present analysis shows that FWAs 
life in terms of household empowerment and their autonomy and capability of making decisions which 
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might have an effect on their decisions to work in paid labour. The main conclusions which can be drawn 
from this study are:  
 Firstly, both the quantitative and qualitative analysis reveal that workplace flexibility has an impact on 
power relation withi
them from stressful lives. This influences their quality of life both directly and indirectly.  
 Secondly, household empowerment sometimes measured in a narrow sense is seen as the ability to 
juggle better with FWAs and is important for women to experience it. Juggling household chores 
without any help is really the main problem for working women, and if they are in non-FWA 
organisations, commuting and traffic jam aggravate their stress level. Commuting time regardless of 
 
 Thirdly, though all the women, irrespective of their working arrangements, had economic 
empowerment in joint decision-making regarding finances and social empowerment in terms of 
visiting friends and relatives, women with independent sources of income have a louder voice within a 
household, and that was perceived to improve their quality of life. These findings were also revealed in 
an earlier study by Subramaniam et al. (2010), where 60 percent of the women who exit the labour 
force wanted to return to work after their children were above five years old in order to be 
economically independent.  
 Finally, in terms of lifestyles, even though workplace flexibility did not have any significant effect on 
lifestyles, marital status did. This was due to the patriarchal values which still persist in the Malaysian 
culture where the women are responsible for household chores and have caring responsibilities as well.  
 
quality of life and low participation of women in the labour force in Malaysia, there are some 
limitations where several issues need to be investigated further. Firstly, the sample size could be 
increased. Secondly, as this study focused on the services sector, further studies could be done to 
examine the perception of working women towards workplace flexibility in the primary and secondary 
sectors in Malaysia. 
is to move from an upper middle income economy to a high income economy by 
2020, the main thrust is placed on the development of human capital. To become a high income economy, 
the required human capital must be creative and innovative. This speaks well for Malaysian women who 
are educated with a minimum of eleven years of schooling and possess a nature of being creative and 
innovative, to be a possible source of labour supply. One can begin to see the mindset change among the 
younger, educated generation, but a lot more needs to be done to achieve a balance at home.  
6. Implications and policy recommendations  
The implications that can be made from this study are multiple. The most apparent one is that FWAs 
provides workplace flexibility and can be a possible tool to retain women in the labour force as it 
empowers women with more time to juggle the double burden of work and home. Another pertinent point 
is that, as there will be workplace flexibility with the implementation of FWAs, it encourages women 
who quit the labour force to actually re-enter the labour force. Employers should reap the benefit of 
FWAs as workplace flexibility will lead to happier employees and better productivity due to higher 
motivation, higher morale and less absenteeism. At a macro level, FWAs create a more environment- 
friendly workplace with less traffic congestion and better family management. Finally, the findings 
ather slowly despite her 
access to education and employment. Even though the woman as an income earner has elevated her from 
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homemaker and an income earner. Unfortunately, complex processes of cultural and traditional values 
with a mindset that continues allowing patriarchal views reinforce such a position of a woman in the 
household. With all the talk today about bringing the values of the private sphere or home life into the 
professional sphere or work, there still remains a deep-rooted patriarchal society, which needs to be 
addressed.  
There are a few policy recommendations that can be made at this point. The first policy 
recommendation here would be the designing and implementation of working arrangements which are 
more family friendly to help women to attain better quality of life and empowerment. Working from 
home, flexible working time and permanent part-time are examples of FWAs that may provide women 
with caring responsibilities, to juggle their double burden and feel empowered to do so. Secondly, the 
government has to provide an enabling environment in a more institutionalised way to ensure that the 
child care system is more affordable and reliable to encourage women to leave their children in capable 
and trustworthy hands. In this matter, the state should play a more proactive role in implementing, 
regulating and monitoring child care and after school care centres which provide quality care for children, 
thus enabling their mothers to be able to carry out their work at peace. Next, though FWAs are very 
beneficial to women, they do tend to have limitations as well. Therefore, it is pertinent to offer FWAs not 
as a comprehensive package but on a case-to-case basis. Last but not least, the challenge of successful 
implementation of FWAs lies collectively on employers, policymakers, and society, in general. It also 
means doing away with the stereotype of the woman as a homemaker and moving towards a fair, broad 
and wholesome level of thinking. It cannot be stressed more that empowerment truly has to start from 
home.  
As Malaysia moves towards achieving an industrialised nation status, many policies set to bring 
women into the labour force shows the government's increasing concern on this issue. For these effective 
home. However, the equally significant issue of concern is a need for a paradigm shift in the designing of 
a working environment which facilitates  
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